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  Abstract 

This exploration delves into operatic and crossover singing, illuminating inherent 
differences and challenges vocalists face. Operatic singing utilizes the body as an 
instrument, demanding robust breath control for projection. Conversely, contempo-
rary crossover singing, akin to natural speech, embraces lighter breath control, mi-
crophone amplification, and often falsetto. The paper unravels the task of integrat-
ing bel canto techniques into popular music, revealing complexities for vocalists in 
both genres. Insights from experienced vocalists emphasize maintaining founda-
tional techniques while adapting to stylistic demands. Anecdotes highlight that 
while classical singing prioritizes vocal excellence, versatility in adapting to musi-
cal styles is pivotal. The study investigates adaptability when transitioning between 
operatic and popular styles, emphasizing the extent of operatic technique employed. 
The discussion underscores balancing technical prowess with stylistic nuances in 
the chosen repertoire. The paper contends that adept vocalists skillfully navigate 
differences, utilizing technical expertise and stylistic adaptability for captivating 
performances across diverse musical genres. 
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1. Introduction 

Crossover singing is a trend in vocal performance that became more and more common in the late twentieth century. 

It is also a kind of controversial singing style that does not restrict the vocal techniques and artistic interpretation to 

a single vocal approach or tradition. It is a singing style that has become more and more diversified. As Owen Jander 

has pointed out, “the dramatic rise in so-called crossover projects has led to various kinds of transference, such as, 

on the one hand, the association of the tenor Pavarotti with the rock artists U2, Sting and others in his ‘Pavarotti and 

Friends’ projects, and, on the other, the rock singer Michael Bolton’s forays into opera” (Owen, David, & John, 2001). 

Crossover singing makes the boundaries between different singing styles increasingly vague. It mixes relatively in-

dependent singing ways with different styles of music. In the broad sense, crossover singing is the result and require-

ment of the development of times, society, and technologies. In the narrow sense, crossover singing is the creativity 

and the attempts by the singers or the singing lovers. 

The focus of the lecture today is the adaptation of the crossover singing approach by vocalists trained in the West-

ern classical tradition to cover repertoire beyond the boundaries of Western classical music. The current repertoire of 

Western classical vocal music is firmly established in the tradition of opera and other vocal genres developed since 

the seventeenth century. By the nineteenth century, bel canto singing in opera productions and the use of a more 

intimate voice for solo songs with piano accompaniment became two major divisions of vocal repertoire. 

Since the twentieth century, singing techniques in Western music have been divided into four different singing 
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styles: classical, popular, avant-garde, and early music. Several factors contribute to these divisions. One is the in-

vention and expansion of electronically altered and amplified sound. Another is the widespread use of electronic 

amplification and microphones in singing. Additionally, the vast proliferation of recorded sound plays a role. The 

rise of mass media and popular music is another influential factor. Similarly, the emergence of avant-garde music 

and the adoption of extended vocal techniques in contemporary music contribute. Moreover, the rise of the authen-

ticity movement and the growing popularity of using period instruments and performance practices to perform music 

before the nineteenth century are notable. By the second half of the twentieth century, there were attempts by vocalists 

trained in the classical tradition to crossover these boundaries. Repertoire for these crossover singers ranges from 

classical opera to musical, jazz, and popular songs. 

2. Crossover Singing in the Late Twentieth Century 

Nowadays, if you go into a record store or watch a video on YouTube, you can easily find famous opera singers 

covering numerous crossover pieces. We can often find opera singers using their bel canto skills to sing plenty of 

pop songs in their live performances or in their released albums, some pieces sung by themselves and some in coop-

eration with famous pop artists. Luciano Pavarotti’s collaboration with Mariah Carey, Elton John, Celine Dion, and 

Bon Jovi, and Placido Domingo’s performance of popular Spanish Latin songs, ballads, songs from musicals, and 

tango titles, are just some of the examples. 

One of the criticisms of early attempts at crossover singing by operatic singers is the use of bel canto techniques 

to cover repertoire in popular genres, resulting in a style unfamiliar to most audiences. The studio recording of West 

Side Story by Carreras and Te Kanawa is a well-known example. However, by the end of the twentieth century, more 

and more successful attempts at crossover singing performed by vocalists trained in the classical tradition have further 

elevated the status of several singers into a more widely international scene. Andrea Bocelli remains successful in 

covering both classical and popular genres. The United States top lyric soprano Renee Fleming has released jazz 

albums in great demand all over the world. The French soprano Natalie Dessay even stops her opera career and 

focuses her attention on crossover repertoire. 

Besides these major vocalists who first developed their careers as opera performers, an increasing number of vo-

calists have simply started their careers as crossover singers. Sarah Brightman, Il Divo, and the Korean vocalist Lim 

Hyung Joo, all make their names with genres like musical and crossover repertoire. 

Among these crossover singers, Jonas Kaufmann, one of the most notable opera tenors in recent years, has just 

released his album titled Du bist die Welt für mich (You mean the world to me) in 2014 with film and popular songs. 

In particular, many people consider Kaufmann successful in both conventions, a vocalist who is able to control his 

vocal skills to meet the different artistic and technical demands of music ranging from Verdi’s operas to film songs. 

3. Factors Contributing to the Rise of Crossover Singing 

There are both personal and artistic reasons as well as commercial reasons for vocalists trained in the classical tradi-

tion to attempt crossover singing. From the artistic point of view, many singers sing crossover repertoire because 

they really like the styles of songs outside their own conventional repertoire. Renee Fleming once said, “Jazz singing 

gave me a sense of freedom and helped develop my technique. Because when you’re scat singing with a trio it helps 

you hone your musicianship and musicality” (John, 2013). Moreover, in terms of vocal skills, we should not limit 

ourselves to classical repertoire. It should be possible to adapt skills rooted in the past to perform contemporary 

popular songs. More importantly, crossover singing allows vocalists trained in the classical tradition to reach a wider 

spectrum of audiences. 

The rise of popular music also alters the financial aspect of the music industry in the twentieth century. Instead of 

using concert halls and opera houses as the main medium and channels of presentation, classical music relies more 

and more on mass media and the recording industry as the main forms of distribution. Increasingly, opera singers are 

marketed as popular artists, targeting a much wider spectrum of audiences in society. Covering repertoire outside the 

classical tradition is obviously a logical step for someone to bring classical artists to a general public who are more 

familiar with popular music. 

4. Conflicting Views 

Although crossover singing is a new and popular way of performing vocal music that attracts the attention of a large 
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audience, current reviews have very different attitudes and expectancies about crossover singing. Some critics thought 

that singers famous for crossover singing could not be good opera singers, so they chose to sing crossover repertoire. 

In a news article referring to Katherine Jenkins, Norman Lebrecht said “Bridging the worlds of classical and pop, the 

multi-award-winning singer has released no fewer than fourteen No. 1 Albums to date, and in July of this year became 

a Fellow of the Royal Academy of Music ... Jenkins, 41, is described in mass media as ‘an opera singer’. She has 

never sung an opera... Mention of her name provokes jealous rage among professional opera singers” (Norman, 2021). 

Some critics, however, adopt a more positive view of crossover singing. Stephen Holden, in an article discussing 

Il Divo, noted that the group performed a mixture of operatic and quasi-operatic that, “blend seamlessly while main-

taining perfect pitch. If nothing else, its performance … was a feat of vocal and robotic coordination” (Stephen, 2013). 

In my opinion, mixing “classical” and “popular” perfectly is not an easy task. Without using electronic amplifica-

tion, crossover singing with bel canto skills can help vocal students broaden the range and style of their repertoire. 

This notion of alternative repertoire has become increasingly important for young singers trained in the classical 

tradition. Today, opportunities for performance are no longer restricted to opera productions, choral performances, 

and vocal recitals. There are more and more productions that are looking for performers who are capable of perform-

ing music with various styles. The main question remains how to adapt classical techniques in interpreting crossover 

repertoire. 

5. Adaption and Challenges for Singers 

There is a repertoire from popular genres that allows the adoption of classical techniques, giving an alternative version 

of the music with good artistic results. For example, “You’ll Never Walk Alone” from Carousel by Richard Rodgers 

is often performed by singers to inspire people facing difficulties and suffering. The song includes a simple diatonic 

melody in a steady rhythm, with a restrained final phrase that needs a powerful voice to build the climax. Powerful 

vocal projection is obviously suitable for expressing the true emotion of the music. In various arrangements of the 

song performed by opera singers like Kiri Te Kanawa and the “Three Tenors,” the last two lines in the lyrics are often 

repeated. These lines are: “Walk on with hope in your heart, and you’ll never walk alone.” This repetition is intended 

to build up a more heroic ending to the performance (see Example 1). 
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Example 1. Music example of “You’ll never walk alone”. 

There is also a repertoire specially composed for crossover singing that allows the use of the bel canto singing 

style. “Nella Fantasia”, a ballad composed for crossover singers with a melodic line that requires the use of classical 

techniques, is a typical example. Most renditions of this song adopt an arrangement similar to a popular ballad and 

are performed by crossover singers with classical training backgrounds, including Il Divo and Sarah Brightman. 

However, crossover singers, quite often, have to incorporate a mixture of classical and popular skills, which remain 

the major challenges for crossover singers. How could a classical singer be successful in performing crossover rep-

ertoire? I think we should understand the different artistic requirements between classical and popular music. Some-

times we have to adjust classical techniques that are really conflicting to the musical style of popular repertoire. 

Classical skills emphasize the use of the chest voice and increased volume in the upper register, together with the 

continual use of vibrato. It also emphasizes the clear projection of vowels and a smooth transition between the lower 

and upper registers of the voice. Popular singing, however, is “more similar to normal speech than classical singing. 

The breathing patterns and lung pressures are similar to those in speech” (John & Johan, 2001). 

Contemporary opera repertoire may require the use of crossover techniques. “New York Lights” from A View from 

the Bridge by William Bolcom is a contemporary operatic aria with musical elements resembling ballad-type music 

commonly featured in Broadway musicals. This aria for tenor is about a European dreaming of living in New York 

when he was a boy. Now in the city seeing the lights in New York, he feels very excited but everything in his eyes is 

all about sweet and soft love. To perform this song, one must sing it slowly with a free and soft voice. The singer 

must control his breath and volume carefully to avoid an overpowered projection. Many vocalists choose to sing the 

last note in falsetto, ending the song in an expressive gesture typical of a musical (Example 2). 

 

Example 2. Music example of “New York Lights”. 
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Classical vocal techniques developed since the seventeenth century emphasize a heavier projection of voice. Since 

the nineteenth century, opera singers have preferred the use of more intense vibrato in projecting their voices. Late 

Romantic repertoire, in particular, requires strong voices to be heard in larger performance venues. Crossover singing 

requires the singer to reconsider these approaches in performance. Quite often singers have to adopt a less intense 

voice. For example, in performing “Over the Rainbow,” one should sing it as indicated at the beginning of the song, 

“dreamily.” For a crossover singer, one must sing it dreamily with a soft bel canto voice. The use of operatic vibrato 

should be minimal. One must keep the voice volume and the resonance cavity within a very soft and sweet range. 

Performers should also adopt a more flexible rhythm and tempo. In fact, many singers choose to treat the steady 

rhythm of the song in a more flexible way (Example 3). 

 

Example 3. Music example of “Over the rainbow”. 

Crossover singing also requires the use of less resonance and a less powerful voice. “Maria” from West Side Story 

is about sweet, soft, and happy love. The opening part of the song, when Tony is thinking of Maria, in particular, 

should be sung softly with a sweet and more speech-like voice. The rest of the song should also be performed with 

limited use of vibrato in a constrained way. However, the melody of the song extends for almost two octaves, going 

from the note B below middle C to the high B-flat (Leonard, 2000). The combination of a soft emotion with a wide 

melodic range creates an obvious challenge for crossover singers. 

One of the most important differences between classical and popular vocal skills is the use of a more intimate voice 

in the performance of popular songs. To a large extent, this approach is influenced and enabled by the use of electronic 

amplification. In performing crossover repertoire even without amplification, singers will have to adjust their voices. 

For example, “Lonely House” from Street Scene by Kurt Weill is a Broadway musical or, more precisely, an Amer-

ican opera. The style of the song is more musical-like compared with conventional opera. “Lonely House” is an aria 

with a lot of jazz elements in it, particularly the use of flat-third and flat-seventh in the melody (Example 4). 

 

Example 4. Music example of “Lonely House”. 
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Singers should perform this piece with less operatic vibrato and a powerful voice and adopt skills common to the 

performance of jazz music. This song takes place when neighbors say goodnight to each other. Jones, who goes to 

the bar to shoot some pool, returns on stage alone. So the whole piece is about loneliness. The first twenty bars are 

similar to operatic recitative, but the voice should be softer with a little bit of free rhythm. Bar 21 to the end is similar 

to the style of an aria. So I will sing it with full expression of the lonely feeling in my heart. It is important to use less 

vibrato in singing this song, although the emotion is a little bit exciting. In bar 50, the singer should apply a falsetto 

voice in the melodic climax of the song (Example 5). Using a powerful classical voice would be inappropriate for 

this piece. 

 

Example 5. Music example of “Lonely House”. 

6. Conclusion 

From the discussion above, we can find some of the main differences between operatic singing and crossover singing. 

In operatic singing, we almost use our body as an instrument. We use our breathing with a powerful pressure to make 

our vocal cords vibrate fully. And we use our body as a big resonance cavity, so we can sing without a microphone 

and give our voices to all the audience in a hall. Modern popular singing is closer to normal speech. We use less 

powerful breathing and a big resonance cavity because a microphone can help us. Our singing also does not invite so 

many vibrato and we use more falsetto in our singing. 

But how can we fit bel canto skills for popular pieces? As a local vocalist who has engaged in both classical and 

crossover repertoire has remarked, “The basic technique of what we learned will never go away. So there is only one 

way of singing technically. But we can sing in many different styles… Classical singing is more into producing the 

best voice you have. So it is not so much about technique, but style and the use of rhythm. …There is no conflict if 

you always sing beautifully” (David, 2014). In summary, I think how much the operatic singing skills we use depend 

on what kind of piece we sing. 
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